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news release
For immediate release, Saturday, April 21, 1994
I had the opportunity to meet Richard Nixon during his period
as Vice President very briefly a couple of times. It wasn't until
he was President that our friendship developed into a personal one.
As a Member of Congress I attended both his inaugurations and many
social and diplomatic or State dinners at the White House, and my
wife Lucille and I were included at 'White House events
periodically. President Nixon spoke Spanish and he would try it
out on me almost on every occasion when we happened to be together.
He would take me aside and we would speak in Spanish. He had a
Cuban joke called "EI Cono" about a Cuban peasant who, on his first
visit to Havana, upon seeing the tall buildings started to look up
and as his gaze went higher and hig~er he intoned in a stretched
out manner the word, "cooonnno."
I must have heard this story a hundred times, but he enjoyed
so much telling it that I didn't mind. On one occasion he told his
aide Erlichman, this is my friend and you help him when he needs
help. Not long after that I had an opportunity to avail myself of
that offer. We had a group of students from Starr County, Texas,
in my Congressional District, and we had arranged a visit to the
White House for them which is difficult at best for large groups.
They wanted to greet the President, and like we always do we gave
it a try. Of course, the White House staff told us this was not
possible. What they would do however was if I came with them they
would allow our group to be out on the lawn outside the Oval Office
at the time when the President would be going to the Executive
Office Building that morning and the kids would see him as he went
by. We did this and eagerly waited for President Nixon to come by.
When he finally did all the press and TV cameras were all around.
As he walked by, when he saw me, he walked straight over to me
asking what are you doing here? All the kids gathered around and
he started visiting with them, shaking hands, asking questions,
taking pictures. I could see his staff trying to tear him away.
His staff looked at me and I just shrugged my shoulders and looked
concerned.
This led to a future visit to my district in South Texas .. The
youngsters in the course of the brief visit invited him to Rio
Grande City and he told them he would come. Some time later we had
a call from the White House telling us that President Nixon was
coming to South Texas. He would go to Laredo, Rio Grande City and
Harlingen. I was elated, of course, and when I spoke with the
White House, they told me he wanted to come to Rio Grande City to
visit with the students as he had promised he would do. Since his
plane could not land in Rio Grande City, he would get to Laredo, go
by helicopter to Rio Grande City and then on to Harlingen where the
plane would then pick him up to proceed on to San &,tonio.
Later when informed of the date we found out it coincided with
my birthday. So when the day came we left Washington on Air Force
One. When you fly on Air Force One the President is in his private
cabin. When we were about half way, our group was invited to the
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private cabin. Out came a steward with a birthday cake from
President Nixon to give to me. He then led the group in singing
happy birthday to me. This happened again later in the day at the
gym at Rio Grande City High School, and surrounded by all the
elected officials of the area and all the students who stood around
the gym and the students sat on the floor. When President Nixon
spoke, about halfway through he stopped and said nice things about
me -- mentioned that it was my birthday -- and then asked if there
was a piano in the place. When someone said that there was one at
the other end of the gym, he took me by the arm and we started
walking through the kids on the floor. On arriving where the piano
was we found out it was locked so everyone was going around looking
for a key. Finally a Secret Service agent got it open and
President Nixon proceeded to play and lead happy birthday for me.
This was indeed a thrill of a lifetime and one never to be
forgotten.
Our association continued and then through the difficult days
of Watergate we were always included with the Congressional group
that periodically met with him. This was a bipartisan group and it
got smaller and smaller as time went by. After he left office we
stayed in touch, and on another birthday party for me a few years
ago in McAllen, Texas, we had a video or radio message from all the
Presidents I had served with. President Nixon sent a
congratulatory message by video. The last time I saw him was at
the funeral of Governor John Connally in Austin. We visited
briefly and reminisced about our friendship and our mutual
friendship with the Governor.
While there are many, one interesting anecdote I will always
remember was when Mr Brezhnev was visiting Washington during his
term of office. There was a reception at the State Department to
which I was invited. As we were proceeding through the reception
line President Nixon stopped me and told Mr Brezhnev that I was his
good friend from Texas. I greeted Mr. Brezhnev in Russian which
surprised him but then he asked "if you are from Texas why aren't
you tall?" I replied that I used to be. He then asked where were
my pistols to which I replied the President didn't allow us to wear
them. He then told me he periodically watched John Wayne movies.
It is of course sad to lose a friend. For me it was a most
unusual relationship the difference in age being from
different parts of the country from different political parties
and different backgrounds. So we see friendship transcends all
of this.
President Nixon served his Country in peace and war in
different positions in the highest elected office in the land and
perhaps more importantly as elder statesman in his final years. He
will be missed by his family, and his friends. History will record
his contribution I am sure more favorably than in his lifetime. We
pray that this is so. We extend our sincere sympathy and
condolences to all his family.
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